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Abstract
The Every Child Succeeds Act of 2015 signaled a shift toward the recognition of the
importance of school leadership, reflecting a growing body of literature that demonstrates principals are second only to classroom instruction in supporting student
success. This influence is the greatest when principals focus on teaching and learning, or instructional leadership. The ability to focus on instructional leadership requires knowledge, as well as the schema that creates mental models for instructional leadership tasks. This study draws on interviews with principals to examine
the relationship between their theory of leadership, which are conceptualized as
leadership schema, and their instructional leadership practices. The findings suggest that there are similarities in the instructional leadership tasks undertaken by
principals, but that how they engage in tasks is partially determined by their theory of leadership.
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he inclusion of flexible Title II-A funds for school leadership in
the Every Child Succeeds Act (ESSA) signaled a policy shift toward recognizing the importance of effective leadership, second only
to classroom teaching, in student success (Leithwood et al., 2004).
However, school leaders often play indirect roles in student achievement by getting the conditions right for learning through school climate, supporting teacher leadership, and student and family engagement (Leithwood et al., 2008).
Among these many pathways, school leaders’ focus on teaching and
learning provides the greatest influence on student learning (Robinson
et al., 2008). This focus, often referred to as instructional leadership,
includes a variety of leadership tasks such as defining the school’s
mission, managing the instructional program, and promoting a positive learning climate (Hallinger & Murphy, 1985). Leaders’ ability to
carry out these tasks assumes several precursors: principals’ knowledge of teaching and learning; principals’ ability to attend to instructional leadership tasks, as opposed to building management and student discipline; and principals’ ability to balance the expectations of
many stakeholders in the face of constant, evolving demands (Hallinger & Murphy, 2013; McBrayer et al., 2018; Metz et al., 2019). Despite the ubiquitous expectations for instructional leadership, there
remains a gap between expectations and practice (Hallinger et al.,
2020; Shaked, 2018).
Attempts have been made to understand this gap. In doing so, we
turn to the leadership literature, which suggests leaders’ ability to
engage in particular leadership tasks depends on their perception of
goals, sense of self-efficacy, and their task schema. Task schema represents scripts, or mental models that contain leaders’ knowledge and
implicit theories of leadership, which in turn lead to their selection
of strategies and enactment of leadership behaviors (McCormick &
Martinko, 2004). In this study, we examine how principals’ theories
of leadership, or schema representing what it means to be a “good
leader,” might inform their selection of instructional leadership strategies and their enactment of instructional leadership behaviors. This
secondary analysis derived from a larger mixed-methods study conducted to provide information on principals and their working conditions for the State Department of Education and its ESSA Leadership
Learning Community (ELLC), part of a Wallace Foundation initiative.
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It is guided by two research questions: (a) How do principals describe
their theory of leadership? and (b) How do these theories serve as a
schema for their instructional leadership?

Literature Review
In this section, we review the organizational and educational literature that aligns with the most prevalent theories of leadership identified in our data: relational leadership, leading by example, distributed
leadership, servant leadership, and facilitative leadership.
Relational Leadership
In the organizational literature, relational leadership focuses on social influence through reciprocal respect, trust, loyalty, and support
to generate buy-in for change, which can be understood as consensus, motivation, and inspiration of individuals to identify with shared
goals (Brower et al., 2000). The development of trust fosters safe
spaces for risk-taking and creativity that can support behavior changes
(Baard et al., 2014; Martin et al., 2016; Qu et al., 2015). Mutual trust
increases job satisfaction, commitment, and citizenship within the
organization (Brower et al., 2000). Additionally, relational leaders
use social networks to create shared agendas for change by engaging
in dialogue with others to make sense of complex issues, solve problems, and shape the strategic directions and practical actions to support collaborative action. This work is inherently affective, with relational leaders demonstrating empathy, appreciation of others, and
encouragement (Cunliffe & Eriksen, 2011). Relational leadership shifts
from heroic and hierarchical models toward leadership that emphasizes collaboration, social interactions, networks of influence, empathy, and trust (Fletcher & Kaeufer, 2003).
Although the educational research on relational leadership is slim,
like the organizational literature, it identifies trust and relationships
as key elements that support indirect influence on instruction by
building teacher will and school improvement through collective decision-making, suitability of reform efforts, and their implementation (Louis et al., 2010, 2016; Reitzug et al., 2008). Relationships
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support organizational learning and the improvement of student
learning (Louis et al., 2010, 2016). Teacher trust of principals positively correlates with student achievement, and reciprocal trust facilitates the implementation of innovation, lubricates instructional feedback, and contributes to a shared sense of responsibility for collective
goals (Zuckerman et al., 2017; Lawson et al., 2017; Tschannen-Moran
& Gareis, 2015). Beyond trust, affective relationships between principals and teachers support teacher job satisfaction and positive school
climate (Price, 2012, 2015). On the basis of the literature and the empirical data, we operationalized relational leadership as engaging in
trusting relationships with teachers in a way that emphasizes motivation, inspiration, and shared ownership of goals to improve educational outcomes.

Leading by Example
In the organizational literature, leading by example is seen as an improvement strategy (Boiral et al., 2015; Yin & Schmeidler, 2009). The
work of leaders can be seen as ceremonial and superficial; however,
leading by example sets a precedent of significance by demonstrating
commitment (Boiral et al., 2015). Integrity provides additional motivation by fostering trust and creating an alignment between the leader’s recommendations and actions (Eisenkopf, 2020).
In educational literature, there is limited discussion of leading by
example. Principals who lead by example model instructional, personal, and other behaviors as a means to guide school improvement
and provide vicarious learning opportunities for teachers. These opportunities allow teachers to see and hear behaviors, allowing for adaptation and reconstruction of previously held knowledge through
first-hand exposure and demonstration (Beattie, 2002; Versland & Erickson, 2017). Modeling and mentoring facilitate the growth of others, which in turn can support a sense of comradery when the leader
works alongside teachers (Beattie, 2002; Versland & Erickson, 2017).
Such leadership supports the mission of the school by inspiring teachers to emulate the principal’s actions and efforts (Versland & Erickson,
2017). Leading by example supports teacher self-efficacy, which contributes to student learning (Louis et al., 2010; Versland & Erickson,

Z u c k e r m a n & O ’ S h e a i n J o u r n a l o f S c h o o l L e a d e r s h i p, 2 0 2 0

5

2017). For this study, we operationalized the leadership theory of leading by example as principals who model instructional, interpersonal,
and other behaviors as a means to communicate expectations and
guide teachers for school improvement.
Distributed Leadership
In the organizational literature, Bolden (2011) provides a review of
distributed leadership, noting it has gained favor as a “post-heroic”
form of leadership, shifting the focus from traits to behaviors. However, the research on distributed leadership in organizations derives
largely from education (Bolden, 2011), and thus we focus our attention on there. Definitions of distributed leadership in education focus on the stretching, sharing, and spreading of leadership actions
across many individuals in both formal and informal decision-making
roles throughout the school (Harris et al., 2007; Smylie et al., 2007).
The stretching of instructional leadership provides greater opportunities for principals and others to increase the instructional capacity of teachers (Harris, 2008; Klar, 2012). Distributed leadership is
social and relational, occurring within the interactions of individuals (Spillane et al., 2004), with the establishment of trust combined
with opportunities to learn support instructional competency (Lawson et al., 2017).
Additionally, the creation of spaces for teacher collaboration contributes to social learning to build individual and collective capacity (Fullan & Quinn, 2016; Leithwood & Azah, 2017). The shared decision-making component of distributed leadership models supports
teacher commitment for change (Supovitz & Tognatta, 2013). Distributed instructional leadership has shown to support instructional improvement and has been identified as a lever for school improvement
(e.g., Day et al., 2011; Leithwood, 2016). Likewise, distributed leadership creates a tighter coupling between leadership and instructional
practices (Spillane & Burch, 2006; Spillane et al., 2004). The distribution of instructional leadership roles across school leaders, coaches,
and teachers, paired with routines for goal setting, instructional feedback, and professional development, and relational trust develops the
capacity of schools to engage in change, such as integration of new
standards into curriculum and instruction (Lawson et al., 2017). For
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this study, we operationalize distributed leadership as a principal intentionally spreading leadership tasks, particularly those around improving instruction, to teachers and others.
Servant Leadership
“Servant leadership” was first used in the organizational literature to
describe leadership that prioritizes meeting the needs of others and
focusing on their wellbeing and growth (Greenleaf, 1970; Van Dierendonck, 2011). From a recent review of the literature, Eva et al.
(2019) focus on the motivation, mode and mindset in their definition
of servant leadership “an (1) other-oriented approach to leadership
(2) manifested through one-on-one prioritizing of follower individual
needs and interests, (3) and outward reorienting of their concern for
self toward concern for others within the organization and the larger
community” (p. 114). This definition moves beyond earlier work that
identified lists of attributes and of servant leaders (e.g., Barbuto &
Wheeler, 2006; Russell & Stone, 2002; Spears, 2010). Eva and colleagues (2019) suggest that when leaders focus on supporting followers in reaching their full potential, individuals become empowered to
take on tasks and decision-making on their own, as well as creating a
culture of communal sharing and serving others.
Such a conception of servant leadership fits with attempts in educational leadership to move beyond a single heroic leader and to create shared leadership in schools by enhancing the willingness of others to engage in leadership activities. This suggests servant leadership
as a mechanism to support the distribution of instructional leadership
roles, routines, and relationships that support school change efforts
(Zuckerman et al., 2017; Lacroix & Verdorfer, 2017). Other research
on servant leadership has tried to draw a statistical relationships between principals’ behavior and outcomes such as school climate, student achievement, and teacher job satisfaction, with mixed results
(Black, 2010; Cunningham, 2008; Shaw & Newton, 2014). Drawing
largely on the organizational literature and our data, we operationalized servant leadership as principals placing interests of others above
their own, meeting the needs of teachers, developing and empowering
others, and communicating a vision to recruit others to it.
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Facilitative Leadership
In the organizational literature, Watt (2009) described facilitative
leadership as an inherently social and people-centered approach to
meeting goals through effective relational processes. Facilitative leaders attempt to promote innovative thinking among their staff and recognizes the value of learning from trial and error. They are willing
to take risks to promote positive change to meet demands from the
internal or external environments. Effective facilitative leaders continually seek to empower followers to meet the challenges that arise
due to changes or shifts in their internal culture and external environment (Watt, 2009).
In the educational literature, attention to facilitative leadership
originates in early studies of school improvement (e.g., Hord, 1992).
Facilitative leadership in schools relies on effective relationships
and risk-taking, by demonstrating trust in teachers and encouraging creativity; providing autonomy for teachers to use professional judgment; and providing resources, materials, and professional development to try new things (Blase & Blase, 1996; Hord,
1992). Facilitative leaders provide data and technical assistance to
teachers to support collective decision-making and change efforts
within shared governance structures (Blase & Blase, 1996; Hord,
1992). Such leaders also seek out and value teacher input. Facilitative leaders support teacher affective states and professional engagement that increase motivation, ownership, satisfaction, selfefficacy, and a sense of professionalism. In addition to facilitative
strategies, Blase and Blase (1996) identify personality traits such as
caring, enthusiasm, optimism, honesty, and friendliness, framing
leadership as an intrinsic characteristic. Given the rise of distributed leadership models in the 2000s, facilitative leadership in education appears to have lost currency in the educational literature.
However, we include it as a separate category as principals in our
study specifically described themselves as facilitative leaders. Our
definition of facilitative leadership focuses on the actions of school
leaders to provide others with the opportunities and the capacity
to engage in leadership activities.
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Instructional Leadership
Instructional leadership has a long history in educational research,
going back 50 years to the effective school movement. Early research
tended to frame instructional leadership as a trait based, heroic form
of leadership (Elmore, 2000; Heck et al., 1990; Neumerski, 2013).
More recent research tends to list behaviors and actions, such as developing a vision for learning, nurturing a learning-focused culture,
setting clear expectations, managing an effective learning environment, providing professional development and peer support networks,
without attending to the processes behind them (Neumerski, 2013;
Urick, 2016).
Research has shown that while indirect, principals’ focus on teaching and learning has the greatest impact on student outcomes, such
as principal feedback to teachers that can increase teacher confidence
and self-efficacy (Leithwood et al., 2004; Mireles- Rios & Becchio,
2018; Robinson et al., 2008). Principals also play key roles in building the instructional capacity of others to support school improvement
(Neumerski, 2013; Wahlstrom & Louis, 2008). Such a distributed view
of instructional leadership (Spillane et al., 2004) examines the practice of all who engage in such leadership. Despite the importance of
instructional leadership, research suggests principals spend little time
directly engaged in the improvement of instruction (Grissom et al.,
2013). In part, this is due to differences in how principals understand
the purpose of schooling and suggests that principals’ leadership activities are driven by their belief systems and mental maps (Shaked,
2018). Understanding why school leaders do or do not engage in instructional leadership tasks is an important question given that time
spent on instructional leadership increases principals’ self-efficacy
and the influence of instructional leadership on student learning (McBrayer et al., 2018; Robinson et al., 2008).

Framework
Questions remain in the field of school leadership about what mechanisms guide principals’ actions and the gap between the importance of
instructional leadership and the limited efforts of principals to engage

Z u c k e r m a n & O ’ S h e a i n J o u r n a l o f S c h o o l L e a d e r s h i p, 2 0 2 0

9

in these tasks (Grissom et al., 2013; Shaked, 2018). To advance this
knowledge, this study was guided by a modified model of social cognitive theories of leadership (Figure 1) developed by McCormick and
Martinko (2004). We selected this framework due to overlaps with
important aspects of school leadership, such as direction setting, selfefficacy, and the role principals play in getting the conditions right
for teaching and learning (Zuckerman et al., 2017; Leithwood et al.,
2008; McBrayer et al., 2018).
McCormick and Martinko (2004) used a combination of social cognition and causal reasoning to explain differences in leadership. They
define social cognition as the reciprocal relationship between an individual’s social cognition, the behavior of an individual, and the social context in which they occur. They focus on leaders’ self-control
over their thoughts, behaviors, motivations, and emotions. To this
self-regulation model of social cognition, McCormick and Martinko
(2004) add causal reasoning or patterns of thinking about success
and failure and how these patterns affect three key areas of leadership. Causal reasoning impacts leaders’ perceptions of goals, which
Shaked (2018) suggests influences the degree to which principals engage in instructional leadership tasks. Causal reasoning, or their attribution of cause and effect to outcomes of efforts (Graham, 1991),
also influences leaders’ self-efficacy or the confidence in one’s ability
to act on those goals. Causal reasoning influences leadership schema,
which here represents a domain-specific understanding of one’s abilities (Cross & Markus, 1994; McCormick & Martinko, 2004).
We theorize leadership task schema as a factor in driving leadership strategies and behavior. We focus on the implicit models and
theories about what contributes to “good” leadership that principals develop through training and their experiences. This notion of
schema aligns with Senge’s (2006) conceptions of mental models,
which derive from individuals’ experiences, knowledge, and observations shape leadership practices (Kellar & Slayton, 2016). In turn,
goals, self-efficacy, and task schema influence the selection of leadership strategies and how those strategies shape leadership behavior (McCormick & Martinko, 2004). In particular, we are interested
in the strategies, behaviors and tasks principals reported in providing instructional support to teachers and how they communicate instructional goals.
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Figure 1. Cognitive model of leadership. Adapted from McCormick & Martinko,
2004.

Methods
The qualitative data used in this study were collected as part of a
larger mixed-methods study conducted for a state department of education as part of their ESSA school leader efforts.
Sample
To select principals for this study, we used a list of principal contacts
provided by the state Department of Education (DOE). To this, we
added accountability ratings, geographic region, urbanicity, enrollment, and student demographics using the DOE’s website and the National Center of Educational Statistics. We narrowed the population
to schools with free and reduced priced lunch (FRPL) rates above the
state average (40%), which was used as a proxy for student poverty
rates (Entwisle & Astone, 1994). As many principals in the state work
in a handful of metro districts, rural schools were oversampled to get
a better sense of principals’ work in a wider range of districts. For
each region, we identified a subset of principals in each accountability rating. This resulted in a list of 56 principals whom we recruited
by phone and email. A total of 21 principals agreed to participate,
and Table 1 presents their school pseudonym, school characteristics, and their expressed leadership style(s). Numbers are rounded to
protect the identity of principals. Two recruitment challenges were
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Table 1. Interview Participants.
Pseudonym
Region
Locale Enrollment ESSA
				 Rating

FRPL Minority
%
%

Leadership Style

Mt. View ES
Bernard HS
Jefferson MS
Eastside HS
River View ES
Clark City MS
Fairmont ES
Erickson HS
Carleton ES
Smith ES
Green Lake ES
Oak Springs ES
Midway ES
Crane-Lakeview K-12
Hillside K-8
Eagle County HS
Cardinal Jr.-Sr. HS
Wagner ES
Green Lake Jr.-Sr. HS
Sharp ES
Harris ES

40%
80%
90%
70%
80%
70%
70%
30%
70%
80%
60%
60%
60%
70%
50%
40%
50%
50%
60%
50%
50%

Facilitative
Relational, Distributed
Relational, Distributed
Servant
Facilitative, Distributed
Relational, Distributed
Relational, Facilitative, Modeling
Servant, Modeling
Facilitative
Relational, Facilitative, Servant
Relational
Modeling,
Relational, Servant, Modeling
Relational, Servant
Modeling
Modeling, Distributed
Relational, Servant
Modeling, Distributed
Servant, Modeling
Modeling, Distributed
Servant

Northeast
Northeast
Northeast
Northeast
Northeast
Northeast
Southeast
Southeast
Southeast
Southeast
Southeast
Central
Central
Central
Central
Central
West
Southeast
Southeast
Southeast
Central

RD
CL
CL
CL
RR
SM
CL
CL
RD
CL
RR
CS
TR
RR
RR
RR
RR
RR
RR
RR
CL

200
1400
600
1700
120
800
270
2000
140
390
160
120
400
130
110
40
100
300
80
300
500

2
1
1
1
1
3
1
3
3
2
1
3
1
3
4
1
3
2
3
3
3

10%
80%
80%
60%
70%
80%
90%
20%
40%
80%
10%
40%
20%
20%
10%
10%
20%
10%
10%
10%
50%

CL = city, large; CS = city, small; SM = suburb, midsize; TR = town, remote; RF = rural, fringe; RD = rural distant; RR =
rural, remote.

encountered: (a) difficulty in recruiting principals in the most remote
region of the state, where many principals have nine-month contracts
and were unavailable during the data collection period; (b) difficulty
identifying schools with the highest accountability rating and FRPL
rates above the state average.
Data Collection
Interview protocols were designed to cover a range of leadership
topics, including principals’ theories of leadership; vision, mission,
and goals; barriers and challenges to meeting goals; high-quality instruction and instructional leadership practices; teacher evaluation;
school improvement; and professional development and supports. The
question used to elicit principals’ implicit understandings of leadership used the word philosophy, rather than theory, in an attempt to
evoke principals’ understandings, rather than textbook answers about
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leadership theory. Interviews lasted between 30 and 60 minutes. All
but one interview was conducted at the principals’ school; the remaining interview was conducted via video conferencing software. To increase the validity of data collection, the second researcher received
training on the protocol, including observing an interview and conducting an interview with the primary researcher. In both cases, a debriefing was used to discuss the protocol to increase understanding
of the questions and adherence to the protocol (Guest et al., 2012).
Note-taking and audio recording contributed to the accuracy of data
(Kelly, 2013).
Data Analysis
Interviews were transcribed and uploaded into a Nvivo 10 databased.
Data analysis began through the development of narratives from interviews, which were added to the dataset. Analysis of interviews
utilized a mix of a priori codes developed from previous research on
school leadership and themes identified in initial conversations between the researchers (Miles et al., 2014; Yin, 2014). A quarter of the
transcripts were randomly selected for double coding. Each researcher
independently conducted open coding on this subset of transcripts to
generate initial categories. The researchers engaged in analytic conversations to create operational definitions of codes, select example
quotes, and consolidate the codebook. The use of multiple coders and
peer review reduces the bias of each researcher (Guest et al., 2012).
Matrix displays (Miles et al., 2014) were used to examine connections
between principals’ theory of leadership and their reported instructional leadership practices.

Findings
This study examined principals’ theories of leadership and their descriptions of their instructional leadership practices. We identified
five theories of leadership, which principals either explicitly stated
in answering questions about their philosophy of leadership, or implicitly in answering other questions about their school improvement
and instructional leadership practices. These theories fell into five
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categories: relational leadership, leading by example, distributed leadership, servant leadership, and facilitative leadership. Most principals described at least two theories, suggesting school leaders draw
on multiple schemas in carrying out leadership tasks. Principals described similar instructional leadership tasks; however, they appear
to emphasize different aspects based on their schema. We present the
findings below.
Relational leadership
Relational leadership was the most frequently described, with half of
the sample identifying the importance of positive relationships. These
principals described efforts to build trust and relationships with their
teachers and what they referred to colloquially as “buy-in.” For example, the principal of Green Lake ES, described this as getting the staff
“behind you” and “building commonality” among teachers. She further described relationships as supporting commitment through trust,
stating, “I think you have to build that relationship… I think the stronger you can have those relationships the easier that is to be a leader
and to say I have faith in you, so now you have to have a little faith in
me.” She continued by linking her instructional leadership practice of
walk-throughs to maintaining relationships and reducing competition:
When I do a walk-through, I leave comments. “Have you
thought about this? Or you might want to talk to so-and-so,
they’ve been trying this.” I don’t want to pair them up against
each other so they think that one person is better than another, so I try not to do that either but I do try to say great
things that everybody is doing all the time because they are
–they’re all doing super-good things.
The principal at urban Erikson HS, who reported that creating a
positive climate contributed to “a sense of connection and belonging,” echoed this sentiment. He also stated, “When that’s not happening, it makes it more difficult for people to fully invest themselves.”
The principal of small city Clark City MS described his leadership as
“building relationships,” and stated, “I don’t think you can go anywhere without building relationships with people, whether it’s kids
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or whether that’s adults, and then I think once you do that, half of the
battle is already over.” He also described collaborative decision-making as enabling change in his school, reporting, “Most of the time we
make it [decisions] as a group and kind of figure out what’s going to
be best, and once you get that buy-in, then it’s pretty easy to do some
things.” These things included innovative programming and instructional changes that he attributed to helping Clark City’s largely immigrant and refugee students make significant academic growth.
Relational leaders frequently reported using walk-throughs as an
instructional leadership strategy and identified affective concerns in
delivering feedback from walkthroughs and formal observations. At
Oak Springs ES, the principal stated, “I just don’t score [the rubric] because I think there is a very fine line with the Marzano [rubric] of deflating a person where it feels hopeless and providing feedback where
they feel like they’re empowered to do something with it.” This suggests she prioritized the emotional state of teachers and avoids reducing their self-efficacy. Likewise, the principal superintendent of rural,
remote Crane-Lakeview K-12 reported that as the sole administrator,
he faced challenges in building relationships and providing feedback
as teachers view him as the “boss.” He reported, “I’d say that’s the
hardest one of leadership, is being able to build relationships and get
that trusting relationship even though I am the boss.” He continued,
“If I just do a walk-through observation, and I want to give a suggestion, a teacher will feel threatened because it’s coming from the superintendent.” Relatively new to the district, he found this to be challenging due to his identification of the need to update the curriculum
and instruction to match state standards and assessments.
Leading by Example
Approximately half of the principals in our study described their leadership as leading by example and modeling to set examples of the behaviors they wish to see from teachers. For example, at urban Erickson HS, the principal described himself as a “role model” who “sets
a tone for my staff.” This includes modeling social interactions and
teaching practices to build teachers’ capacity, which he described as,
“My job is to help everybody be the best that can be so that they can
help our students be the best they can be.” At Wagner ES, the principal
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described the importance of modeling positive relationships, stating
he does so to demonstrate to staff and students “that we care about
relationships and about each other and we want to build upon that so
that we can all become leaders.”
Likewise, the principal at rural Hillside K-8 explicitly described her
leadership theory as, “Leading by example and be[ing] willing to be
right there alongside everyone, so if there’s some initiative that you
ought to do, or you foresee, you have to lead by example and be willing to put in the time.” She provided an example of modeling in her
instructional leadership by using “4-to-1s,” or using four positive reinforcements to one critique, with her staff. Similarly, the principal at
city small Oak Springs ES described modeling new practices, “I believe
with any initiative, that if we are starting something new, I think it is
absolutely my job to research that and to be a forerunner in that, that
I am modeling exactly what I expect from every other staff member.”
She described this modeling as helping teachers to bridge the gap between where they are now and where she wants them to be. She provided the example of modeling expectations for how teachers treat
children in a building that has experienced a significant demographic
shift in recent years. She stated, “Kids will move heaven and earth for
you if you are important to them. And so that was something I very
much had to model with every child that came into our building, really
taking an interest in them, loving them whether they came dirty…or
whether their father was the lawyer… that every child is treated fairly
and the expectation is the same.” She reported that staff emulated her
modeling of expectations for how to treat all students.
In addition to modeling instructional techniques and expectations
for treating students, leading by example also included demonstrating a willingness to go above and beyond. The principal of rural Eagle County HS described this: “Don’t ask someone to do something
you are not willing to do yourself.” The principal of rural Sharp ES
stated, “There’s not a job in my schools that I would not be the first
to do and am not afraid to do. I think it’s important for those that
you are trying to lead to know that about you as a leader.” Overall,
principals who described their theory as leading by example used
modeling to expectations for teachers’ interactions with students
and the use of instructional techniques, rolling up their sleeves to
set an example.
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Distributed Leadership
Over a third of participants described their leadership as distributed,
including both those in larger schools with formal leadership teams,
and those in smaller schools with informal leadership roles. For example, at large urban Bernard HS, the principal reported relying on his
leadership team of 12 individuals to provide instructional leadership
to teachers and his role is to create shared messaging among them,
stating, “They need to be able to have the same conversations that I
have with the teachers so that we are all saying the same thing.” Similarly, distributed leaders relied on teacher teams to engage in decision-making. At Clark City MS, the principal attributed innovation to
teacher collaboration on committees and reported his commitment to
shared decision-making and teamwork with teachers created “buy-in,”
or shared ownership of ideas co-created through collaboration, which
in turn facilitated change and improvement. Similarly, the principal
superintendent at rural Carleton ES reported that his teachers “feel
ownership in everything” because of his commitment to collaboration and to taking input from teachers. He reported as a result, “[The
teachers] have taken ownership in so many things that it’s not something happening to them.”
Principals also described building the capacity of teachers and empowering them to make decisions. For example, at rural Wagner ES,
the principal reported, “I believe in shared leadership, where I empower teachers to become leaders so that my teachers become better
no matter where they are at. So, including a leadership team within
that.” Likewise, at urban Jefferson MS, the principal reported he tries
“to build capacity because there are so many things that need to be
done and one person can’t oversee everything that happens.” He also
described the need to “build capacity so people can make some of
those decisions on their own.”
Overall, principals who described themselves as using a distributed
leadership theory spread decision-making tasks and instructional leadership to multiple members and teams, viewing their role as setting
direction, but also building other’s capacity to enact leadership. By doing so, they created teacher ownership of initiatives in their schools.
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Servant Leadership
Eight principals identified servant leadership, frequently using the
phrase “servant leader” and words like “I serve” and “I provide.” For
example, the principal of urban Harris ES stated, “As an elementary
principal, you are there to serve others, to serve your staff, serve your
students, serve your families.” In this high poverty urban school, the
principal described the goal to be a full-service community school,
working with students and families beyond the school bell. Within
the school walls, she described her servant leadership as providing
teachers with “good, authentic feedback and providing them with “resources and supports” so they can be “open and receptive to feedback.”
Likewise, the principal at small town Midway ES stated, “I feel like
my job is to support teachers to support kids.” He continued, “[I] try
to provide them obviously basic materials, but also curriculum and direction and advice. I think part of my job is to make their job as good
as it can be.” Similarly, at rural Crane-Lake K-12, the principal superintendent stated, “I’m always there to support my teachers as much
as possible. I’ve never said no to them, and I tell them that, like, when
it comes to needs and wants in the classroom.” He reported this included providing a variety of professional development opportunities.
Servant instructional leaders emphasized working to provide support
in instruction through authentic feedback, professional development,
as well as the climate of the school. Servant leaders understood their
roles as that of someone who supports the growth and development
of the school and the community. The focus of this leadership theory
is to bolster the work and lives of the people they serve.
Facilitative Leadership
Five principals described facilitative leadership, describing themselves
as “consensus builders,” working to create agreement and shared ownership among teachers. Facilitative leaders described themselves as
guides who help teachers work through collective processes, such as
school improvement planning. The principal at rural River View ES described her leadership as working alongside teachers to develop programming that fits the unique needs of her school, which includes a
large population of Indigenous students:
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I don’t believe in top-down I believe in side by side. I have
learned a lot from the teachers that I work with. I try to
bring them ideas and suggestions, but together we collaboratively develop it so that it fits our needs here locally. I
like to push and hold people accountable and challenge ideas
but I’m not a dictator and my way or the highway. I like it
to be teacher-led primarily and I try to provide as much resources and insight and help and professional learning that
is possible.
Likewise, principal superintendent of rural Carleton ES described
his leadership as working toward agreement among teachers and the
community, stating: “I’m not a top-down person. I’m a consensusbuilder, and I often try to work it out where I take [the] ideas of other
people and make them happen… I’m not the owner/mover shaker of
the whole thing. I really am a facilitator and consensus-maker.” When
asked for an example, he described, moving forward the board’s vision
of expanding prekindergarten programs and implementing a reading
specialist’s recommendation to increase phonics instruction.
Facilitative principals also reported serving as a guide for teachers’ teams, such as the principal of urban Fairmont ES, who described
guiding the school improvement team:
I am there as a sounding board and as a facilitator and as a
guide, but I rarely say, “we are going to do this and we’re all
gonna do it.” Just because, in my experience, that school improvement plan needs to be written and driven by teachers
and measured by teachers. Otherwise, you get zero buy-in
and people are like slopping their data on there just because
it has to be done.
In this way, the principal of Fairmont avoided a compliance orientation toward school improvement and created a sense of shared ownership of the school vision, goals, and strategies to meet them. She
also described the improvement plan as a living document to guide
faculty meetings to discuss instruction and what teachers are doing
to “achieve that common goal.”
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Overall, facilitative leaders described themselves as guiding conversations about instruction and school improvement, seeking to build
consensus and avoiding top-down mandates through democratic decision-making processes.
Instructional Leadership
Although principals espoused a variety of leadership theories, they
identified similar instructional leadership tasks including professional
development, coaching, collective goal setting, feedback from formal
and informal walkthroughs, and instructional rounds and peer observation. However, they differed in how they described carrying out
these practices. For example, relational principals prioritized building
and maintaining relationships with teachers and between them. The
principal at Green Lake ES described keeping her teachers’ feelings in
the forefront when giving feedback and trying not to “pit them against
one another.” The principal of East Side HS explained, “You can’t micromanage them… you have to reassure them that you want them to
be the very best teacher that they can be.” Providing useful feedback
was also seen as a way to build positive relationships with teachers.
For example, the principal at rural Hillside K-8 stated, “Once they
know that you have something to offer them and can give them valid
feedback, I think you gained a good relationship because, at least our
staff, they are always trying to be better.” On the other hand, those
who led by example appeared to prefer to model instructional practices for teachers.
Distributed leaderships spread instructional leadership across a
variety of individuals. In larger schools, principals were able to distribute these instructional leadership tasks to assistant principals
and instructional coaches. At Bernard HS, the principal distributed
instructional leadership across a large team that provides coaching for teachers, which he described as “having actual conversations about what just happened…coaching is actually a deeply personal conversation.” He described his role as ensuring coaches use
the same vision of instruction. In smaller schools, distributed instructional leadership was more informal, such as at rural Riverview ES, where the principal superintendent reported freeing up the
time of classroom teachers to “go in and observe other classrooms …
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we have a coaching process that allows it to be a peer-driven feedback and support system.” In this way, distributed leaders differed
from servant leaders who tended to take sole ownership for instructional leadership tasks. Facilitative leaders tended to focus on group
processes. The principal of Smith ES described his role as “making
sure all of those groups are working and talking and collaborating.”
In these ways, principal leadership philosophies appear to serve as
schema for instructional leadership tasks.

Discussion
Despite the importance of instructional leadership, questions remain
as to the persistence of the gap between research knowledge and principal practice (Grissom et al., 2013; Shaked, 2018). This study contributes to the literature on school leadership in action by surfacing the
implicit theories principals hold about their leadership and instructional leadership tasks, which have been identified as key areas to
support teaching and learning (Robinson et al., 2008). Drawing from
causal reasoning and social cognition theory (McCormick & Martinko,
2004), implicit theories of leadership, and specifically leadership task
schema, are theorized as contributing to the instructional leadership
strategies and behaviors principals select in getting the conditions
right for teaching and learning, which in turn influence student outcomes. These theories of leadership are seen as mental maps of “good”
leadership (McCormick & Martinko, 2004; Senge, 2006) that guide
school leaders in their instructional leadership.
Our findings suggest that principals hold a variety of schema for
school leadership, including relational, leading by example, distributed, servant, and facilitative leadership. A majority of the principals in this study described leadership that included aspects from
across different leadership schema, suggesting principals engage different leadership maps for different tasks or goals using situational
leadership to engage with the dynamics of each situation in deciding
how to carry out tasks and make decisions (McCormick & Martinko,
2004; Thompson & Glasø, 2015). However, despite the variety in their
schema, principals report engaging in many of the same leadership
tasks, such as walkthroughs and feedback to teachers.
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Our findings also suggest a focus on the social aspects of school
leadership. While principals described a variety of schema, a majority focused on positive interactions to generate investment and buyin on the part of teachers. For example, relational leaders, the largest
group of principals in the study, reported consciously engaging in relationship building with teachers to generate trust that created support for their vision through social persuasion (Versland & Erickson,
2017). For these principals, their schema of “a good principal” (McCormick & Martinko, 2004) appeared to focus on trust and positive
feedback as contributing to teacher commitment to shared goals. This
leadership schema aligns with previous research that suggests relational leaders leverage positive relationships and trust to create consensus, motivation, commitment to the organization and shared goals
(Zuckerman et al., 2017; Brower et al., 2000; Reitzug et al., 2008; UhlBien, 2006). Although previous research suggests trust and relationships are hallmarks of high performing schools (Tschannen-Moran &
Gareis, 2015), principals reported the importance of relationships and
trust across accountability ratings.
Additionally, distributed and facilitative leaders appeared to focus on generating the commitment of teachers through collaborative goal-setting, decision-making, and problem-solving. Those who
described distributing leadership identified assistant principals,
coaches, and teachers as having leadership roles and engaging in instructional leadership. These leaders saw their role in part as building the capacity of others to take on leadership tasks. Similarly, facilitative leaders, saw themselves as guides in these processes, helping
move others forward in collaboration and providing resources and
learning opportunities. Previous research suggests such leadership
strategies create space for collaboration and social learning, as well
as increasing the capacity and commitment of teachers (Fullan &
Quinn, 2016; Leithwood & Azah, 2017; Watt, 2009). Distributing of
instructional leadership to those in both formal and informal roles,
in particular, is seen as a means to increase the instructional capacity of teachers (Harris, 2008; Klar, 2012; Leithwood et al., 2004).
Principals who described themselves as leading by example also engaged in social learning by modeling desired behaviors for teachers,
while servant leaders focused on providing others with what they
needed to be successful.
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Although previous research suggests principals frequently do not
attend to instructional leadership due to time limitations or their understandings of the purpose of schooling (Grissom et al., 2013; Shaked,
2018), principals in this study, regardless of the theory of leadership
described, identified similar instructional leadership tasks, such as
walkthroughs and providing feedback to teachers. This suggests isomorphism in the educational system (Arum, 2000) created from external pressures such as accountability systems, intermediary organizations that provide training and resources to districts, and universities
that provide preservice training. Yet, their approaches to these tasks
differed, suggesting that leadership schema may have an impact not
only on what leadership tasks principals engage in but also how they
carry out those tasks.

Conclusion
The focus of ESSA on school leaders as a lever for improving education reflects the growing body of literature on the important, but often indirect roles principals, play in student success. Given the gap
between research and practice in school leadership in practice, leadership schema, or mental maps of what it means to be a “good” school
leader, may be a leverage point for bringing leadership in practice
closer to best practices described in the literature. This study, undertaken to provide information about principals’ approaches to leadership, identifies a variety of mental models, or schema, that leaders
use to guide their practice. These included relational leadership, leading by example, distributed leadership, servant leadership, and facilitative leadership. Across the diverse schools in the sample, no clear
pattern emerged between larger or small schools or those with different accountability ratings. This suggests a high degree of personal
differences among school leaders, which raises more questions than
it answers.
However, despite their variety of leadership schema, many reported using similar instructional leadership strategies, such as walkthroughs. Rather than choosing different instructional leadership
tasks, schema appear to influence how they carry them out and what
they focus on, such as relational leaders’ focus on preserving positive
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relationships with teachers during feedback. This study raises questions about which approaches to instructional leadership tasks are
most effective for student outcomes and school improvement, such as
do differences in leadership schema impact the effectiveness of walkthroughs and feedback to teachers? How do principals’ schema influence principals’ efforts to maintain trust and positive relationships
while leading teachers in instructional improvement? Likewise, given
the lack of clear differences across school accountability categories,
further research must clarify how various leadership schema influence
the climate for teaching and learning, as well as student achievement.
Lastly, as for us as faculty in school leadership programs, this study
raises questions about where principals receive messages about what
it means to be a good leader, including preparation programs, in-service professional development, social networks, departments of education, and intermediary educational organizations. This study raises
questions as to our own roles in crafting messages about good leadership, whether they are consistent throughout principals’ preservice
training, and how our programs contribute to school leaders’ schema
in ways that influence student achievement. Likewise, this study suggests a need to collectively craft coherence in messages to principals
about leadership and expectations for high quality school leadership
in ways that support instructional leadership to increase the impact
of our efforts at improving principal practice as a lever for student
achievement.
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